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piecemeal enclosure was widespread—" it is a liberty that,
all the country over, those who either by purchase or exchange
can lay their land conveniently together have used"1—but,
in the case of the lesser men, enclosing land in the common
fields could apparently be treated as an indictable offence2.
More important than the efforts of individuals in bringing (ii.)
about a partial or complete dissolution of the open-field
system was the corporate action of the community. Agree-
ments between the shareholders in the open fields to enclose
their land, or divide the waste, were not unknown in earlier
times 3, but they became the normal procedure in the seven-
teenth and first half of the eighteenth century. There was
an obvious advantage to the landlord, who enjoyed a freer
hand to use his land as he thought fit; and the tenants
themselves often preferred a division of the commons on the
ground that their landlord or " some of their fellow-tenants,
being men of wealth and such as have great stocks of cattle,
... do so overcharge all the common as the poorer sort can
reap little or no benefit thereby " 4. Birth in The English
Improver recommended provision to be made for the poor
in enclosing commons6; and the agreement sometimes set
aside land for the use of the poor who possessed neither
strips in the arable fields nor rights of commons 6. It was
the general absence of any such provision in the parliamentary
enclosures of the eighteenth century, which made an economic
necessity the parent of social injustice. Moreover the whole
body of commoners appear to have participated in appoint-
ing commissioners to redistribute the land, whereas later
they were nominated by the promoters of the enclosure 7.
1 Hist. MSS. Comm. Various, ii. 392 (c. 1679);   Lee, A  Vindication
of a Regulated Inclosure (1656), 31.
8 Hertford County Records, i. 318.
8 Supra, vol. i. 138, 160.
* Acts of the Privy Council, 1587-1588, p. 86;  1596-1597, pp. 548-549.
5	Birth, The English Improver (1649), 66.
6	Lee, A Vindication of a Regulated Inclosure (1656), 3.   It was proposed
in 1769 that land should be reserved for the poor:   Essays on Several
Subjects, 152.   Actually they sometimes received half a rood, which they
sold for £5 and then drank away the proceeds :   Annals of Agriculture,
xvi. 482.
7	Leonard, " The Inclosure of Common Fields in the Seventeenth
Century" in Transactions of the Royal Historical Society, N.S. xix. 114;
Hammond, The Village Labourer'» 60.
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